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Wednesday, April 25, 2007

A Healthy Future for Indian Country

By Gordon Belcourt, Executive Director, Montana-Wyoming Tribal Leaders Council
Last month, representatives and concerned members from across Indian country in Montana and Wyoming made way to Billings for our 8th annual Tribal Health Conference.  An unmitigated success, over 200 people participated in the three-day forum and lecture at the Crowne Plaza hotel in downtown Billings.

We face unique health challenges in Indian country, from diabetes and high blood pressure, heart disease and cancer, to mental health and depression, and the scourges of alcoholism and methamphetamine abuse.  Working in conjunction with the Billings Area Indian Health Service, the Montana and Wyoming Tribal Leaders Council put forth an aggressive agenda to not only touch on these aforementioned critical health issues, but an even greater one:  Preventative medicine.

To emphasize this theme, we began every day of the conference at 7:30 am joining American Indians and Alaska Natives across the nation in the “Just Move It” campaign to promote and improve physical activity among Natives.  The goal is to get one million of us walking daily to improve our health, and it highlights the need for all of us to take greater personal responsibility in our health.

Our conference moderator was Mr. Billy Rogers, MPH.  Rogers is a nationally recognized trainer and speaker who brought his “Mobilizing Communities for Better Health” message to our conference as he has to hundreds of communities across the Nation.  We were also joined by educators, professionals, and representatives of state and federal agencies to discuss these important issues.  We must also thank Governor Brian Schweitzer and Senator Jon Tester for taking time from their schedules to join us and address some of the health issues faced on the reservations.

There are many challenges ahead, and we are working to face them head-on.  Disease, both mental and physical, must be addressed on reservation lands, and the Montana and Wyoming Tribal Leaders Council stands ready and able to work with our State and Federal Governments to tackle these critical issues, and call on them to continue to stand with us to find long-term solutions to health care on our reservations.

Still, the best way to reduce the burden on our overtaxed health care infrastructure is to not need it in the first place, and we in Indian Country are making the effort to do our part to ensure that we take the path of healthy living, and that’s better for everyone.

-- Gordon Belcourt is Executive Director of the Montana-Wyoming Tribal Leaders Council (MTWYTLC), an organization representing the ten tribes of Montana and Wyoming.  The MTWYTLC is based in Billings.
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